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A lthough Jewish day schools in other 
parts of the nation are experiencing 

problems staffi ng teacher positions due to 
the low salaries they offer, Austin’s two 
Jewish day schools — the Austin Jewish 
Academy and Bais Menachem Hebrew 
Academy — say they are not experiencing 
hiring shortfalls.

“We have had no challenges hiring 
teachers,” said Bernice Tabak, head of 
school at the Austin Jewish Academy.  
“It’s not happening here because AJA is 
making a concerted effort to align its com-
pensation package with Austin (Indepen-
dent School District).”

Dana Baruch, the founder of AJA who 
now serves on the Jewish Community 
Association of Austin board of trustees as 
vice president of Jewish life and learning, 
said teachers’ salaries at the AJA, which 
as an independent school is supported 
through tuition, grants and donations, are 
within 3 percent of the AISD salary scale. 
The largest expense in the school’s budget 
is faculty and staff salaries and benefi ts, 
she said.

“It’s a tricky balancing act to set tuition 
at a level that will appropriately support 
the school’s expenses, including respect-
able salaries, benefi ts and continuing pro-
fessional development opportunities for 
the faculty and staff,” Baruch said.

To make up for the salary difference, 
Tabak said, the AJA offers teachers small-
er class size, opportunities for professional 
collaboration and teacher involvement in 
curriculum development.

“The AJA has a strong commitment to 
the creation and maintenance of a com-
munity of learners, a place where collabo-
ration is second nature, where teachers 
can be creative and use their talents to 
enhance the learning environment,” Tabak 
said. “This type of school culture results 
in an ‘extended family’ feel, one in which 
teachers feel so much a part, they natu-
rally want to stay.”

The AJA also offers teachers benefi ts 
such as health insurance, a 401k and caf-

eteria plan, half-priced membership in the 
JCAA, credit union membership, a faculty 
tuition discount and supplemental benefi ts.

Rochel Levertov, director of Chabad of 
Austin’s Bais Menachem Hebrew Acad-
emy, said that because her school has a 
positive atmosphere and offers teachers a 
schedule that is conducive to family life, 
she has not faced diffi culty fi nding and 
retaining teachers, even for positions with 
low salaries. She recruits some teachers 
from Jewish religious seminaries around 
the world.

Some positions at Chabad’s school 
compensate teachers with room and board, 
a car and a little spending money. But 
thanks to the school’s low teacher-student 
ratio, Levertov said, teachers are will-
ing to accept positions there. Since the 
teachers are as overloaded with work as 
their peers who are responsible for more 
students, they can teach while their own 
children are in school and go home at the 
end of the day to spend time with their 
families instead of working longer hours.

SALARY ISSUE RAISED

At the same time, Levertov acknowl-
edged that the salary difference between 
secular and Jewish schools could pose a 
problem for the community.

“We’re losing some of our young to the 
money aspect. We don’t teach them to be 
idealistic and give to Jewish education. It 
has to come from school and home. Jewish 
kids need to understand if the money is not 
there, they should give to Jewish education 
because it is so important,” she said.

“If our Jewish people don’t give to edu-
cation, who will?” Levertov asked.

Aliza Orent, JCAA director of Jewish 
life and learning, said the organization is 

investing time and money in area educa-
tors. The JCAA is bringing to Austin an 
educator from Melitz, an Israeli provider 
of informal educational services, to work 
with students and hold a seminar for 
teachers, will hold a conference for Jew-
ish educators in early 2008 and is starting 
a bureau of Jewish education, which will 
serve as a resource for educators from all 
area Jewish congregations and institutions.

“We know it is challenging to be a Jew-
ish educator,” Orent said, “and we want 
people to know it’s a viable and wonderful 
career option.”

This year, the JCAA honored David 
Cohen of Congregation Agudas Achim 
by sponsoring his nomination to receive 
the prestigious Grinspoon-Steinhardt 
Award for Excellence in Jewish Educa-
tion. Cohen was one of 76 award winners 
across North America. The Grinspoon 
Foundation and the Jewish Life Network/
Steinhardt Foundation, in cooperation 
with JESNA, support Jewish educators 
with a professional development stipend, 
along with locally funded cash prize.

Orent said that, while this year the 
JCAA supported one nominee for the 
Grinspoon-Steinhardt Award, she hoped 
two could be nominated next year.

Malka Phillips, who has taught Jewish 
subjects for three years at Bais Menachem 
Hebrew Academy, said that, while she 
earned more working in an offi ce environ-
ment, lower pay does not discourage her 
from teaching in a Jewish environment 
because her heart is in teaching Judaica.

“You can’t compare working with com-
puters to impacting a child’s life,” Phillips 
said. “These are things they remember 
forever.”

Rachael Stavchansky, a drama special-

ist at the Austin Jewish Academy, said 
teaching in a Jewish school is her calling 
as well.

“Here at the AJA, there are so many 
smiling Jewish faces, so many opportuni-
ties to discuss what Judaism is and how 
it manifests itself through behavior and 
culture,” Stavchansky said. “It makes 
me smile to come to work every day in 
a place where the students learn Hebrew 
and gain an appreciation of Yiddish.

“I interviewed at other private schools 
in town, but I felt much more comfortable 
in a faith-based environment that shares 
my particular set of values.”

But Baruch said the salary difference 
between secular and Jewish schools is 
an issue that local communities need to 
address, despite increased professional 
development opportunities and commit-
ted teachers who recognize the benefi ts 
of teaching in schools that value both 
the strong academic program in general 
and Jewish studies and have a deep com-
mitment to engendering an environment 
steeped in Jewish values and ethics.

“If our communities don’t fi gure out a 
way to fund those professionals adequate-
ly, our innovations in training will be for 
naught,” she said. “We will ultimately 
lose promising young teachers (as well as 
seasoned ones) to other professions or to 
better paying public school districts.”

To increase Jewish educators’ salaries, 
the Jewish community must actively de-
cide that Jewish education is a priority, 
Baruch argued.

“Quality Jewish education does not and 
will not happen by accident,” she said. “It 
demands, among other things, top-notch 
Jewish educators. We owe it to our teach-
ers, to our children and to our future to 
create the means to attract and retain, and 
thus benefi t from a growing pool of the 
best that the fi eld of Jewish education has 
to offer.”

———
An Austin writer, Tonyia Cone is a regu-
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visit the Web site www.tonyiacone.com.
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